








investigate	atmosphere	 in	order	 to	better	understand	 the	correspondence	between	spaces	and	people.	











the	characteristics	embodied	 in	a	man	made	environment	provide,	by	design,	a	 stage	 for	multi-sensory	
experiences	 that	 define	 people’s	 actions	 and	 interactions.	 It	 explores	 methods	 of	 documentation	 that	









on	 our	 emotions	 and	 moods’	 (2014:	 20)	 and	 accordingly,	 corresponding	 actions.	 Yet,	 even	 though	
atmosphere	 permeates	 the	 environment,	 it	 remains	 intangible.	 Architect	 Rochus	 Urban	 Hinkel	 (2008)	
speaks	 of	 spatial	 software	 and	 Social	 Anthropologist	 Tim	 Ingold	 (2011:	 132,	 citing	 Berleant)	 of	 a	 fluid	
medium.	 	 Thus	 the	 visceral,	 emotional	 and	 elusive	 characteristics	 of	 atmosphere	 denote	 that	we	don’t	
always	consciously	recognise	its	influence	even	though	it	has	a	profound	effect	on	our	lived	experiences.	
It	 is	 tempting	 to	 say	 that	 when	 enriched,	 atmosphere	 fosters	 well-being,	 positive	 interactions	 and	
inclusion	and	 that	when	 impoverished,	 it	 fosters	 ill-being,	 social	disconnection	and	exclusion.	However,	
experiencing	atmosphere	is	far	more	complex	and	nuanced	that	a	simple	enriched-impoverished	duality.		
According	 to	 Philosopher	 Tonino	 Griffero,	 as	 atmospheric	 qualities	 embodied	 in	 the	 environment	
resonate	 with	 our	 senses,	 a	 form	 of	 ‘spatialised	 feeling’	 (2010:	 6)	 connects	 us	 emotionally	 to	 our	






potentially	 transformative	 and	 certainly	 social.	 Therefore,	 alongside	 a	 spatial	 analysis,	 this	 study	 uses	





on	 the	 south	 bank	 of	 the	 river	 Thames.	 Completed	 in	 2003	 this	 self-contained	 business	 development	
incorporates	offices	and	a	few	commercial	units	(figure	1).	 It’s	carefully	planned	architecture,	seemingly	
claiming	 its	 place	 as	 an	 extension	 of	 the	 City	 of	 London	 situated	 directly	 opposite	 across	 the	 Thames,	
makes	a	powerful	statement	about	London	as	a	thriving	international	financial	centre.	Developed	in	only	





where	 an	 appreciation	 of	 time	 and	 past	 human	 occupancy	 experienced	 through	 the	 weathering	 and	
patina	of	materials	is	impossible.	Thus	the	estate	offers	the	perfect	image	aligned	to	the	culture	of	its	high	
profile	tenants.	However,	‘the	atmosphere	of	a	city	is	not	the	same	as	its	image’	(Böhme,	2014:	48),	and	
the	 site	 documentation	 sets	 out	 to	 establish	 the	 ecological	 coherence	 of	 the	 architecture.	 It	 raises	 the	








perceived	 presence	 (or	 body)	 of	 the	 architecture,	 materials	 and	 their	 relationships,	 the	 sound	 of	 the	




Substances	 refer	 to	 the	 solid	 elements	 such	 as	 building	materials	 and	 the	body,	while	 surfaces	 are	 the	






than	 on	 epistemological	 debates.	 Thus,	 the	 research	 process	 is	 inductive,	 drawing	 on	 an	 interpretative	
analysis	of	the	documentation	to	elucidate	the	interrelationship	between	the	atmosphere	of	the	site	and	
its	occupants.	The	 investigation	 is	site	specific	and	 its	outcome	represents	an	 illustration	of	a	social	and	
cultural	 context	 not	 a	 universal	 conclusion.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 methods	 and	 techniques	 used	 are	
transferrable	 to	 other	 sites	 of	 enquiry.	 Fieldwork	 follows	 an	 auto-ethnographic	 style	 methodology	
influenced	 by	 the	 work	 of	 Sarah	 Pink	 (2015)	 on	 sensory	 ethnography.	 The	 documentation,	 conducted	
from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 active	 participation	 of	 the	 researcher	 immersed	 in	 the	 site,	 places	 the	
reflexive	sensing	body	at	the	centre	of	the	experience	and	analysis	(Pink,	2015:	12).	This	mode	of	enquiry	
was	 chosen	 because	 ‘[a]tmosphere	 emphasises	 a	 sustained	 being	 in	 a	 situation,	 rather	 than	 a	 singular	
moment	 of	 perception;	 atmosphere	 is	 always	 a	 continuum’	 (Pallasmaa,	 2014:	 20).	 Thus,	 the	 site	
documentation	took	place	over	a	period	of	 two	months	and	visits	were	conducted	at	different	times	of	
the	 day	 and	week	 to	 verify	 the	 appropriateness	 and	 relevance	 of	 the	 data.	 Tools	 and	 techniques	 used	



























































map	 (figure	 4)	 provides	 a	 visual	 reference	 of	 atmospheric	 qualities	 across	 the	 site	 and	 a	 sensory	 flow	


















depth	afforded	by	 the	view	over	 the	Thames.	Although	 the	mass	of	 the	buildings	protects	people	 from	
unwanted	noise,	it	also	blocks	sunlight	and	at	its	core,	the	site	remains	devoid	of	sunlight	for	most	of	the	
day,	 especially	 in	 the	 winter	 months.	 Combined	 with	 the	 strong	 winds	 channelled	 from	 the	 Thames	
through	 the	main	 axis	 and	 the	 cool	 tones	 of	 the	 glass	 and	metal	 surfaces,	 the	 environment	 feels	 cold,	
even	 on	 a	 sunny	 day.	 Temperature	 also	 impacts	 on	 other	 haptic	 perceptions	 and	 this	 feeling	 is	




rhythm	of	 an	 authoritative	metal	 pattern.	 The	 other	 is	 dark	 and	mostly	 featureless,	 yet	 offers	 enticing	





Nevertheless,	 the	 idiosyncrasies	 of	 human	 behaviour	 cannot	 be	 entirely	 restrained	 and	 although	




design	 features,	 a	 thin	 hollow	 of	 water	 cutting	 through	 the	 length	 the	 main	 axis.	 Such	 ephemeral	
moments	 temporarily	 shift	 atmospheric	 conditions.	 In	 the	 first	 instance,	 a	 small	 crowd	 of	 onlookers	
gathered	 to	watch	 the	 spectacle	 and	 the	mood	became	more	 relaxed	and	 convivial.	 In	 the	 second	and	
third	examples,	 the	 intimacy	of	 the	 situations	 simply	 softened	 the	atmosphere.	The	 site	also	 integrates	
interesting	reflections	into	its	design.	Although	this	appears	largely	unnoticed	by	most	people	who	tend	to	
look	straight	ahead,	 towards	the	ground	or	at	 their	phone,	 looking	up	exposes	a	view	of	clouds	moving	
across	 the	glass	panels	of	 the	buildings.	The	organic	 textures	and	reflected	motion	of	 the	clouds	across	
the	 smooth	 glass	 surfaces	 alleviate	 the	 feeling	 of	 rigidity	 embodied	 by	 the	 perfect	man-made	material	
even	 though	 these	 glimpsed	 natural	 qualities	 have	 to	 compete	 with	 the	 sharp	 soaring	 edges	 of	 the	










the	River	Thames.	 Its	powerful	architecture	and	spatial	 composition	display	high	 levels	of	 legibility.	The	
high	 calibre	 of	 the	 architecture	 is	 undeniable.	 Even	 so,	 the	 investigation	 reveals	 an	 atmosphere	
programmed	towards	the	production	of	an	image,	a	man	made	representation	of	an	ideology	though	not	
an	 ideology	made	 for	man’s	 sensuous	 spirit.	 The	 uncompromisingly	 Cartesian	 architecture,	 with	 sharp	
edges	and	hard	reflective	surfaces,	and	a	forceful	identity	resulting	from	the	repetition	of	form,	materials	
and	patterns,	create	a	geometry	that	dominates	the	body.	The	diagonal	forces	that	constrain	the	ground	
intensify	 the	 perception	 of	 perspective,	 which,	 further	 emphasised	 by	 the	 monumental	 scale	 of	 the	
buildings,	 suggests	masculine	 strength.	 The	 spatial	 composition,	 including	 furniture	 and	 landscaping,	 is	
ordered,	organised	into	small	areas	and	the	rigidity	of	the	layout	offers	little	opportunities	for	meandering	
or	 serendipity.	 The	 site	 is	 designed	 to	 control	 movement	 and	 condition	 behaviour	 to	 predetermined	
activities,	resulting	in	low	levels	of	interactions	and	little	scope	for	alternatives.	It	is	a	‘[p]erspectival	space	
[that]	leaves	us	as	outside	observers’	(Pallsamaa,	2014:	38),	a	low	affordance	environment.	In	his	theory	
of	 affordances	 Gibson	 explains	 that	 ‘[t]he	 perceiving	 of	 an	 affordance	 […]	 is	 a	 process	 of	 perceiving	 a	
value-rich	ecological	object’	(1986:	140).	So	affordances	relate	to	the	values	and	meanings	embodied	by	
the	 site	 and	 how	 they	 inform	 people’s	 actions.	 Consequently,	 in	 spite	 of	 a	 few	 poetic	 encounters,	 the	
dominant	 forces,	embodied	by	a	design	 conceived	 independently	 from	 the	body	and	where	 intimacy	 is	
ruled	 out,	 foster	 an	 atmosphere	 whose	 divisive	 effect	 reduces	 opportunities	 for	 thriving	 social	
interactions.	 The	 atmosphere	 is,	 by	 design,	 assertive	 and	 powerful,	 and	 the	 behaviour	 thus	 becomes	





sentiments	 and	meaning’	 (In	Malnar	 and	 Vodvarka,	 2004:	 233).	 Thus,	 in	 order	 to	 become	 a	 place,	 the	
estate	needs	to	embody	qualities	that	are	dependent	on	its	occupants’	actions	and	emotions.	However,	
the	 outcome	 of	 this	 study	 shows	 that,	 aside	 from	 a	 few	 poetics	 and	 instances	 of	 appropriation	 by	
individuals,	 the	 atmosphere	 of	 the	 estate	 doesn’t	 foster	 such	 intimate	 relations	 and	 as	 such,	 this	 low	
affordance	environment	cannot	truly	be	experienced	as	a	place.	
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